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"La Chute de la Maison Usher" is a film adaptation by 
Jean Epstein of two stories by Edgar Allan Poe, «*The Fall of the 
House of Usher'* and "The Oval Portrait." This filiD was typical of 
Epstein's artistic preoccupation with the ambivalence of reality as 
expressed in fantasy or surrealism, in qualities of moveoentr and in 
the vagaries of seeing and hearing. There are three aspects of 
Epstein's work on this filta that merit attention: his deployment of 
filmic action and superimpositions for the purposes of botjh revealing 
and concealing, bis synesthetic "playing" with the faculties of 
seeing and hearing, and his use of the elements of fantasy* Hith this 
film, Epstein questions both the nature of reality and the nature of 
fantasy. (The author *s purpose is to discuss one fila as an aestiietic 
unity.) (RN) 
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The senlnsl artistic preoccupation of flLn-maker Jean 
Epstoin v;a3 the ambivalence oC reality-^ as embodied in fantasy 
or surrealism, in the qualities of movement, and in the 
vagaries of seeing and hearing. In his LA CHUTE DE LA 
MAISOH UShTjR, Epstein explored these interests primarily 
and most intensively in the two foraal filmic elements of 
vari-motion and superimposl tlon but also more generally in 
special scenes and devices indicative of the quirks and 
limitations of visual and aural perception. The early 
avant-j^arce LA C'iUTE DE LA MAIriON Uo'IER^ makes use of 
Cinema's fluidity of f ^nta^y/reali ty in ways that go far 
beyond most other cinema of 1928. Tho working out of 
Epstein's vision of the medium was and remains tru3y 
"in the front lines^' of the creative use of film. 
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Althoiu-h a worker in other arts too, It seems that In 
clneniG Epstein found the best way, 93 he said, to transfir^uro 
ordinary things into poetry. He was not so very interested 
in developing a story in LA CHUTE DB LA MAISON USHER althourrh 
the film is based on the Edg^r Allan Poe short s^tories, 
The Fa^n o^f the Hou^o of Usher and ^Tiie Oval Portrait/' ^ 
Instead, Epstein say-; ho was inspired by the Poe stories and 
v;^s))ed to renc'er his own resulting mood through filjn, Tho 
film is thus outside the normal run of purely narrotivo fllrns, 
and in ffct, is mosc fruitfully ccnsidcT^ed within its own 
f rrv-.ev/ork--a frumev-'ork which its formal filmic elc:nentr> seem 
almost to invent for themselves, Epstein said thnt he wanted 
**to cle^in the art of film from the remnr^nts of all the 
other arts, and, particularly, fi^om literature and theatro.'^^^ 
In lA CFfUTS DE U MAISON USHER, then, Kpstein aimed for 
expression of to'ialitier and for expression throuch explicitly 
filmic means ♦ 

In seekin^' a self -ref lec tl vo or Impressionistic ambience, 
Epstein tui'ned to fantasy, L^ut, as Andre Bazin and Sier^f^^iod 
Kracauer have pointed out so woll, trie film foxTn is so greatly 
suited to the representation of rea li t y-^whore ver the lens 
turns, it copies the '^realneps^' of the "things out there^' 
that can be seen with the eyes,^ Epstein's solutions to the 
dicliotomy V;ctween his desire to J^endor poetic fancy and the 
medium's tendency toward ''realnoss'^ are the ponius of this 
filmt How }:j)stein turns this dichotomy into a symphony in 
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LA CHUTE m LA MAISON USHER lies in find perhaps can best bo 
soon as a atudy in tho concoalod and the revoalGd--leas in the 
norrotivo told but cort::inly in the use of the film medium* 
It is throufjh the touchstone of "the concealed nnd tho 
revealed that I vjill endeavor to nGko clear some aspects 
of Epstein's filxn» In the case of the story, which is hardly 
the centi^al issue of the work, the "concealed^^ is more 
obscura than intricate and the ^^revealod" is merely obv^iou:^ 
(that is, the narrative contains some inconsistencies tliat 
are never explained and, as a story, the fil.^ is rather 
native if re-told purely as a series of events). However, 
the execution of concealing and revealinn that comes in the 
film^s deployment of filmic n:otion and superimposi tions , 
its synesthetic playing with the faculties of seeing and 
hearinr;, and its fantasy ele:T.ents is at lenst a part of the 
artistic heart of LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USKER. The three 
aspects noted v;il3 ho exa'^iined in turn. 



There are several thorns s >?hich reoccur very 
often in Epstein's work and in his writinns. 
Tc begin with, a mention should be made uf his 
preoccupation v;ith move.rient, the basic expj^oasion 
of filji art. V.'hile the theatre is based on 
the spokon word, th^ first principle of fi.bn 
art is plastic riovcnont. Movements of the 
objec tJ? , movements of the camera ^ movemontt 
of li(!ht, exar^^r;cra tftd notion, alow motion: 
In Kp.^itein's v:ork we can seo tho nc^t beautifv:! 
examples of the rlrrht use of various speeds and 
rhytljmc'. of movement. Trie movements which reveal 
the very essonco of the situotionri and thirjrjs. 
"In tho cinema,^' ao wrote Epotoin, ^'tho movement 



is not separable from tho foi^/' In cinema^ tho 
fom creates movoinent and tho movornent creates 
form# By disccrdinc; tho empiricism of the 
movement as o separate action, end by uniting 
motion and fom into ono, cinema, logically, 
had to dlscerd the nomal movement* In Epstein's 
films the movernont is I'cgulated and controlled 
by tho dramatic movements of tho theme 

In LA CHUTE DE LA MAISON USHER, thero is indeod an emphasis on 

the qualltlea of motion, both in the subjects photographod 

and filmic motion* Tlie flLnlc aspect io deployed in overfill 

camera movernont and in chancres in the running fipeed of tho 

camera. Put in other, and pox^haps bettor, torm^^, the flL^ 

hofj scenes in which tho point o-*" viev?ing moves, oven swlnf^a 

about rapidly, and scones of film-originated vari-motlon« 

There Is also artistic use of movement of the people and 

things recorded on film* And, In this film work, tho 

employment of superimpositlon has the effect of a close 

analysis of movement as w^ll as providing evocative creative 

effects. 

Of camera movement in LA CKUT3 DE LA MAISON USHKR and 
Epstein's technique generally, Henri LanRlois has said, 
"Everything contrlbotos to this mas terpiece ^ s unity: the 
absolute mastery of the editing and tho rhythm in v;hlch 
slow motion, sDperimposi tlons , tra volinK shots end a mobl lo 
c^a^era always meaningfully play their parts," "Ho exceeded 
what everybody thought to be the real nature of cinematic 
movement .this Ph,D, of Traveling Shots, (my Italics},' 
There are several scenes in LA CHUT2 which are indicative of 
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the power of this aspect of the cinema as Epstein revealed It* 
For example, two cutatandlng cases of caraera movement (change 
In the point of viewing) place the vtowor In the position of 
the camorn eye* This aubjecblve treatment la manifest In 
the ahotfl of the painting of Madeline In which our point of 
viewing rapidly moves from a wide anrjlo to a narrow field 
of view, limited to the blurred faco of the painting alono» 
In another Instance ar^iong many which could bo cited, the 
viewer i« placed in the position of vigorously moving along 
near the floor behind and within a flurry of leaves as 
they blow alonn the hall in la^ mrls^on Usher, V.Tiat makes 
those shots especially deservlnf? of note is not only the 
historical innovation represented thrire (the film is dated 
1928) but also the fact thftt, within the conto.xt of the film, 
those shots servo as a shock to the viewer since he is forced 
into a subjective posture, ruddenlj^, in what is for most of 
its running time", a film of objoctlve camera point of viewing* 
LA CHUTE is, after all, a tale of mystery and horror and this 
filmic device amplifies thBt tone as it lulls us with the 
objective camera--»then slams us subjectively, in the examples 
noted hera, either Into the face of the hypnotically dreadful 
(At the clot^ost rositlcn to the painting, we see whet looks 
to be a death's hoed.) or into the middle of the mysterious 
rush of the leaves and the wind (evocative of the ethereal) ♦ 
Jn these two cases as well an others, the inner truth of the 
events is displayed v/hilo the progress of the narrative 
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Ifi haltoa end morion t a rily obscured. Ihat Is, 8S viewers 

we S9em to be Inoido tho fr^vnio, at these moments, experiencing 

what wo mignt feel tf these fantastic occoslons became 

Gotaality, 

There Is another quite arresting scene of cnmera motion 
thnt obf.ourefi a aoniiC-r of plnco so effectively that all 
€iv;aronesig of a story in th^j telling is lost while the ImBge 
is corapletoly Inc^ulr^ed* Tao scone In question is a trucking 
fihot which followfj Ufthor cloijo up on his face as he swlrla 
and rusho.s almlefisly about with the body of his dead 
Modoline in hla ar^i)% Hero, the splraling ca^r:era movement 
(which see^ns to tri>ck backward in front of Ushar as he comes 
toward the comern) combined v;ith the wildly distraught look 
of Usher, exprespea vividly the sense of exaltation and 
disbelieving fear which so oharncterizes the film's view 
of death* 

Even f^reater innovative filrnic technique is found In 
Epstein^s UfiO of varied, especially slow, motion. Using a 
Dobrie hlp.h i^peed coniora" Epstein and his brilliant crew 
(which included Bunuol) regulated the camera running speed 
slightly in ncny r-f tho scenes of U\ GHUTS and greatly in 
aovoral, Tnese exporimenta, as the film-maker seemed to think 
of th.em, carao to full fruition, Epstein said. In hio variable- 
sliced sound and vari-r^iofclon fil^o, IE Tra^PF.STAIFS (19U7). 
However, thoro is more then enourth apt use of slow motion In 
LA CHUTB d::; JA MAISOU USHICR to rocomtnend it as a minor 
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masterpiece. Marie Epstein says of the tone of LA CHUTE, 
"In order to oxpreas this mystery and this charm, Jonn 
Epotoin used oil hla masterful technique^ end It I3 the 
first time th^^t ho gave such dromotic importance to slow 
motioni which ho was later to U55o regularly In ordoi* to loso 
no part of the most f looting aspects of lifo."'*'^ Agoln we aoo 
Epotc^in's preoccupation with catching the olu^ive ambivalent 
reality of life* 

Tho use of vari -motion is ono of the major moeny Kpstein 
employed to overcome the dichoto:ny between the usual "realnesa" 
of the film medium and his wish to render Molded, poo tic 
Imagoa. Slow motion^ for example, takes us out of "the real'* 
quite effectively without otherwise distorting the visual 
lifellken*';03 of the photoirrophed object or person, Iho result 
is povential for poetic (that is, wrought) expression without 
interruption of the continuity of ^visual veraimllitudo ♦ 
Even in the auporimpositi on scenes examined in detail below, 
the objects photographed keep their scale end appearanco--no 
distorting lenr.os nor light flashes nor evocative, "motaphoric" 
cut-aways are used in these scenes* 

Too, tho slow motion in LA CHUTB DE LA KAISON USIISR is 

a central aspect of the "revealing" activity of Epstoin'a 

use of the filmic. The "rovealing" occurs in the slowing 

down and studying of motion* Epstein says: 

,**it seom^i to me that it would be impossible 
for me to nhoot a film v;lthout having? n high 
spoed camera at my di^'posal* Tliero arc an 
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Infltilte niLnbor of movements, of expressions, 
as much among my human actors as among the 
things that act In my films and in all the 
details of every landocape that the normal 
cnniora is mechanically Incapable of comprehending, 
of seising, of reproducing* It^s not a question 
In the use I make of this slow-motion, of 
simply or btzarrely decomposing a few subtle 
plastic aspects of the mobile world* Slow^ 
motion actually brings a new range to dramaturgy* 
It^ power of laying bare the emotions, of 
dramatic enlQrgomenta , Its infallibility in 
the designation of the sincere movements of 
tho soul, are such that it obviously outclnsaes 
all the known tragic modes at this tlme*H 

And beitig more specific, ho observes: 

I know of nothing so absolutely moving as a face, 

dcliverin;^ itself of an expression, in slow motion* 

First, an entire preparation, a slow fever, of 

which it's hard to say if it should bo compared 

to the incubation of a disease, a progressive 

maturity, or, more grossly, to a pregnancy* 

Finally, all this effort overflows, breaks the 

rigidity of a muscle, A contagion of movements 

animates the face* The wing of the eyelid and 

tuft of the chin pulse together* And whon 

the lips finally separate to Indicate tho cry, 

we have already vitnossed its long and mGgnificent 

dawn. This power of separation which belongs 

to tho mechanical and optical supor-eyo makes 

the relativity of time clearly manifest* It's 

true then that seconds last for hours 1 The 

drama is situated outside of ordinary time* 

A new, purely psychological perspective is obtalned*^^ 

Now that the Issues of Epstein's vari-motion have been raised, 
let us consider several scenes in LA CHUTE to observe his 
practice* The question of the addition of superlmposi tlon to 
varied notion must be delayed for a moment until we see the 
one technique operating Independently* 

In four typical scenes, objects are shown blowing and 
falling in slow motion* Epstein believed, ho said, that 
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*^objects hove attitudes and Jonas Kokas observes of 
LA CHUTE Di: U VJ\ISQV USHKK that *^objoct3 servo the samo 
purposes an cjctors • • • ^ ""^-^ Those are otrJ kingly accurate remarks 
©spoclally vThen considering the floDtlng veil and blowing 
curtains thnt undulate in slov; j:notloni. Tlie curtains (in e kind 
of boll) arci shown rcpootedly through tho flLTi to evoke p, tone 
of mystery in tho inexplicciblo povern that circi^late through 
tho ma 1 son and Ushor himself » The effect la comparable to the 
use of the naked trees llnin^r darkened landscepes In other 
parts of tho '^ork* But the key here is tho feet that we have 
tlno, in the slowed motion, to foel tho eerie effects of tho 
larf,e billov^3 of the drapes oven while our ninds tell us that 
the blowing, In reality, would be very fast. This combination 
of what wo know about conditions in actuality and tho 
'Splaying aQninst tho f^rain" of this knov/ledgo with alow motion 
creates th.o a^nblenco refloctlvo of^ that typical In a Poo 
talc. Slrjilarly, v;hon Madeline's white vell-liko shroud 
floats on the wind in exaggerated slovmosa, this tone and 
enigma of llfe-beco:ruiTic,-deat}i is especir-lly made evident* 
Tno blowod falling of books and ^ later, a mountod suit of 
armour take on the sarno effect, with tho added fillip of 
heavy objoot:^ sooming to resist, again mys terou'nly , the 
force of grovlty* 

Exploration of tho qualities of motion *-vi_G camora 
movement and slow motion-- is joined in lA CHUTE LA MAISON 
USHEK to uee of supo rlmposi ti on , The rosilt is an amplification of 
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tho senae of riovement Implicit in the filjn* The contrGl 
scenes of the voi^k» who rein Made lino psychic end physical 
energy is finally drainod compietely, are n compendium of 
theae, Epstein 'a best techniquoB, 

Tho sequence expressive of Madeline's dosintegr^ tion 
end doDth begins vith her posing for Usher ao he paints. 
In li M^idium shot in front of some curtalna Madeline stands 
swayinc olowly as if nearly fainting from exertion* l^hen 
a second image of her is added^ flll(5htly out of reglnter with 
the first, but not a duplicate* Aftor o cut-away shot to Uahor 
pointing madly, Hadelino is seen acjnin In superimpocltion, 
now in three Irr.ages. Then, followinc; the no:<t brief cut-away 
to Ur>hsr, she is again displayed in triple auperimposition-- 
each irr^firo is of equal clarity, nonoyja duplicate of tho othor, 
and esch sways among the others so that thoy are all only 
parti^ally overlapping at any one momentt 'Hho images do not 
move at noraal speed all the time: each independently seoms 
to slow and speed slightly in a random pattern^ Thus this 
startling effect combines vari -motion and suporimposltion. 
However, after another cut-away, the fourth of those shots 
appears, again with three imac^eo, but only for a fev; moments. 
In this fourth segment, a fourth suporimpoeed imago is used, 
but this latter overlay is In negative (i.e., perhaps negative 
printing rather than nonnal blacks and whites), is larger 
thon the other^i, and seems to loom rather than move* This 
negative Image io of Madeline's head as it might look in a 
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doDth mask* Then, ef tor another cut^eway to Usher at work/ 
only two euperlmposed figures are vlslble---the negotlva ono 
end one of the swayltiR regular imeges, Tho Impllcotion 
perhaps^ thnt tho doath figure Is dominating the llvlnc? one, 
especially since the laf3t shot of this pert of the aequenne 
Is of Madeline's head seen alone and looking like deed, worn 
stono* The shot is sovon frames in length and has the 
piercing power of the shoutlig mouth shot in Kisenstein's 
STFtlKBt The death^s head shot is followed hy Usher»a wild, 
maddened face in an ecstasy of creation* "^^^ 

After an interlude in which she somewhat recovers from her 
near-fainti Madeline returns to her position as model* She 
sinks dovm in a real faint soon after and again slow motion 
end suporlmpofiltion are used with the addition of some 
replaying of portions of her movements, Tiiat Is, through a 
series of shots intercut with brief views of Usher at viork 
or glowing candles I tho Madeline figure falls In slow motion^ 
anci as she falls, a ??econd imaf;e of her follows her like a 
ghostt The fall is not continuous, however, since later 
shots covei^ing tho arc of her fall repeat, sometimes from 
different camera angles, portions of the arc of her fall. 
Epstein lysis of movement is thus completely revealed: 
the motion is slowed, repeated visually with a second (or 
more) imope, and roplayed-«all to the end of se clnf^ more fully* 

In the latter part of the flLm, more slow motion and 
superimposltions are used* Most notable ore tho scones in 
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vrhich Modolino^s body la carried to the bo^nb and^ In remarkable 
use of the medium » multiple oxposuj^o ahots. convey the uQlllng 
on of the coffin lid* These scenes arc as powerful for the same 
reaeons as those In which Madeline collapses* 

There is more motion analysis^ in a minor v:ay, with 
movement of the characters in ordinary speed, ouch as an 
oxtromo closo-up of the cloaked back of the cart driver,^ 
but nothing to equal the coquc?nces described above • Tho 
camera movement is made all the more powerful, in these host 
scenes, for its sudden bursts of motion. The uiio of slow motion 
distends time, increasln;^ suspense, and allows for both more 
full awareness of movement as movement and also, through 
greater flcxebillty of the medium, opens possibilities of 
a further range of film poetry. The use of superimposi tions 
end subject motion also compound Epstein* s ertiatlc flo?:obllity 
for expression of subtle moods and tonalities. As Epstein 
says, "That surreelistic state which tends toward the dra:natlc#.» 
by careful use of slow motion, can ^nd should be used .notably 
in poetic films or in films of fantasy ."^^ 



Epstoln^s play in U CWJTE DE LA MAISON USHER with the 
faculties of seeing and hearing is essentially a performance 
in the revealed and the obscured. TH^is is one of the few 
silent films that chows awareness of and makes creative use 
of its own silent nature. Too, the flLm shows more than 
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a supcrflclQl control of tho medium's posstbllitioa for both 

confusing: orid pointing up our visual attention* The cmblvalenco 

of actuf;lity and fantasy conjos to tho fore^ as will be seen, 

through Kpatein^*5 synesthotlc handllnr^ of vIgugI and 

potentially aural events* 

Tno Gtvengone^s of dli^cufj Eilng sound in a oilenfc fiLn'^'^ is 

quickly ovorco:ne vbtn we r^^nlir.e thci LA CHUTK la in part a 

dalllenoo vlth tho sllont-nfjf^a of tho medium. For a man 

1ft 

who vlf?h cd nob only to aeo but to hef:r tho gr^una groW| ^ nere 
ordinary silent filn would be too smtill a canvass* Epstoln 
obacurer, r.ound, frustrates our sense of hearlnj:^^ merely by 
presenting a sllont filin in Itself* But more than that^ ho 
ti^kes a slrr.ple device^ the o!)d raan*o ear trm^pot (carried by 
tho charncter played by Charles Lamy), and builds a continuing 
filrjiic TiOtaphor fron\ it* Tn.o old m^n la as deaf in tho 
fllr.i as v;o are watching it \;hlch meanvO we muat pot all of 
our sound clues from our vislon--qulte a synesthetlc 
experience in itself-^and his ear tru.nipet directs our eyes 
tovi'ard t>io criusitlvo elenontfi of v;hat, if there v;oro a sound 
track, would ordinarily be eudlblo* 'fnet is, tho creation 
of a central 1 character in a silent filiii who is riostly deaf 
places tho nudience both oxprosaivoly and actually in the 
position of the character* Wo are doaf rlf^ht along with tho 
old man, V'nen he strugrles to hear, 

we strugftlo to hear, but not only is there nothing to bo 
board actually (no ciound track), frequently within the 
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context of the story^ ther^ Is doubt as to the existence 
of 80Unda# Tlie old man thinks ho hears a nolso in Uoher^a 
house, then shf^kes his head In rojecvlon of the idea* Howevor, 
In one scene at lotrt, just an he Is rejecting the idea of 
there bein<:; any sound, wo see evidences of a roaring gale 
slicing throunh the h^ll^ (Incidentially, this fjcone Is 
tyi)loftl of thft source of the huMor that 1b in JA C}rUTE*) 
Too, hlo very rejection causes us all the more to concentr£?to 
on that wind, or falling amour, or whatever "soundful** 
silent effect is at hand t At times, the characters can not 
hoar what vjo seo to be mnl;ing sounds. Conversely, on occasion 
the characters^ Usher especially, seem to hear what we never 
know about • There is a kind of real and reverse dramatic 
irony in tho "hoard and the unheard in this filmt 

Along with the ear trimpet pointing the way toward sound 
makers, LA CHUTI5 DIC LA MAISOiJ USITCR contains excellent use of 
the visual to roVeal the idea of sounds being made* The 
nailing shut of the coffin and the falling books are minor 
examples, but best it^ the striking the old, unused clock# 
Tlie clock boll is dome shaped and covered with grainy dust* 
In extreme close-up, w.r sec the striker pull back and hit 
the bell* A film-maker lacking Epstein's inventiveness 
moy have lot the effect go at that, but Epstein goes on to 
show the grains of dust falling off the bell, coursing 
outward and do;m ali.iost like sound vibrations* Tills is a genius's 
comploto rolevatlon of the sjTies thettc-**'^visibio sound," 
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There is In thia work an exocutlon of obscured and 
rovoaled sight as well as sounds For exarnpla, at one point 
the old man puts down his ear triunpet and takes up his largo 
magnifying reading glass--*he changes sensoa like changing 
clothes i That raogntfylng glass is used somewhat like the 
ear tru^npet in that it highlights and directs attention 
l^krllLll ^'^^0 film frame* Much llko the very early fllin^ 
GRAHDPA'S HEADING GliASS, the CQiaora movou in on and follovrs^ 
the Tnagnifying glass over a written message, directing 
concentration like a fraino within the film frame* 

Further, the use of the close-up Itself is judicious and 
skillful in LA CHUTS. The device has, Epstein says, '*that 
secret freedom, that mysterious consciousness, that true 
enigna which resides in a mere close-up ♦ The close-ups 
in this film reveal, for example, the wind in near shots of 
blovilng leaveSi and the fanta^sttc in close-ups of the frogs 
and the guitar strings breaking with no visible cause* 
However, the close-up can also conceal, in its narrov? selection 
of 0 field of viewing • Ttie viewer is mislead more than once 
by extreme close-ups of what appears to bo only a mass of 
texture but, upon cuts to wider angle shots, the true nature 
becomes clear. For example, early in the fiLti the startling 
c^0i3e-up of movin;^ toxturo is seen later to be the back of a 
cart driver's cloak as he hurrieji away from the house of Usher, 
Tne same kind of obscuring', and revealing is performod in shots 
of vines on a wall, but the extreme close-up of Usher's 
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painter's palette, whlcli ho later Indicates contains some 
marvelous pattern or even a face, haj^ no dlDcornable meaning 
to viower3* Too^ close-up fromlnfj crenteo auaponso as in the 
shots of the pointing huriy; In tho hnll, laboled "Lady 
Madolino*'^ Wo aro novov r«llowed to i:^ee enouf^h to solve that 
enigma, 

Thiui^ In obncuring auvi r-eveelJ.nr:^, EpstoJ.n deploys tho 
filmic r,-.c-diu]n to hlfi fidveiit: [^o ond oociyi os }\o v;lshed, thtnf^ii 
ImposBlblo In any other taodium* Tlio uao of vlounla to 
exproBS sound Isi on interoatlng kind of synoatllesia # The 
film monii^u3,fi tes its audionco's fleeing and hv^Grln/? In such 
a way th&t tho ambiguity of actuality Is proclr.lnied along 
i-zith tho floxablo power of the cin^-^ia, 

Tho olemonta of fantasy, boyonu tlio technical flliaic 

innovations, aro quite importont in this film which strikes 

against the traditional modes of narrotive cinoraa, Epstein's 

fascination vith tho fantasy within roellty is evident. In 

tho "Reality of Fairyland" chapter of his Ss^rlt du Cinenia^ 

Epstein sp.ys: 

Cinema tof^raphic s i^rht ellov.'s us to note 
unsuspected doptho of fairyland in nature 
wViich, by dint of alv;r;y;^ lookinj; ct it In the 
Si^nio i"iannor> v;o have finally oxhi'^usted, by 
oxplclning it ontiroly, by even coosln;; to 
f;G0 it» }'>y K'i thdrov^in:; fro.i tho routine 
of our nir^h'o, the fil-) teaches U3 o\>^w to 
be nfitonished in the prosonce of reality 
which, porhnpo, is still entirely unconpivshended, 
and of which perhnps no oloiuent is inconjprohonalblo , 
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Tho fanti^sy of lA CHUTE DE LA MAXSON USHER contains stafcomonts 

about tho pawer of ort and tjrtlstic creation, no well a^j 

elements of tho supernatural arising from tho ^nine^ en sc£ne 

and the mystification of deeth. 

There is now, of courBo, a tradition of filjfis treating 

the artist and artlctlc creation of which Coctoa\t'8 TIIE BLOOD 

OF A POET fmd Bergr.inn^s MAGICIAN are a part* The central issue 

of the themo of LA GKllTE DS LA HAISON USIKR la tho power of' 

art and ita rolation to life find deaths Ushor is a painter 

driven to create a ''likeness^' of his Hfidellne so true-to-lifo 

that tho life in her seeras to be flowing into tho painting* 

Kor final collapse coincides with the completion of the work 

of art, and when it burns later, she roturns to vitality. 

Thus, art which exalts can also destroy. Hoviovor, as 

Epstein sayo, "these dead people are only slightly dead/'^^ 

So too, there 1» a mystification of death in lA CHUTE, 

> 

Tne elements of fantasy and dofjth, the flowing vihite shroud, 
the casket providing its own locomotion, the eerie tomb, tho 
mists, tho double exposures of burning candles over desolate 
landscapes ond tho two coupled frogs, oro present in abundance. 
ClTie.iUitlc troatment Is essential in most of these sGenes 
whether, for e:^ar^*iple, it Is s top-!r.otlon antmatlon of the movlnf? 
casket or tho double exposures. And, those scenes have an 
amblencQ of tender dread*«re f Isc tlve of Epstein^ s belief that 
Poo's stories ore not nacabro but rather ssy that "death Itself 
is a sort of chann.*' ^^Tho mystery is whoro this oqullibriuin Is 
cieatod which presents a soul nov; in life, now In death. "^'^ 



18. 

Epatola^s mls^e en s ^ce no^ Is also rofleotivo of dmbivalent 
fentaay-reall ty • Many of tho settlng3| Includlxif? oil of Iho 
exteriors y co:tie through the film medlwi with groat realism. 
Stylisation occurs inside the main room of the houso and at 
tho end of tho fllru when the house biUYis* l^ere is somewh^^t 
of a Jarring note struck vihen there are cuta from -ihe 
reollatic to the stylizied^ but the context of tho film and 
eBpecially the slovj motion and nuparinposl tions riuooth tho 
way for tho mixed rnt so en 3ce\ i^ » 

"Th^ SiAS. 9Ji SSin^ ^ CHU'TE also ia realiaed by a series 
(five or Bix) of sii^llar shots of bleak landscapoa and especially 
of bare tree limbs crossing the screen in the foreground* 
Those shots of bleakness are used as a kind of ^'visual 
inetophor'* (or in the t^nns of Christian Mots, "non-diagetic 
shot interpolation *^^'^) tViat comTionts upon the narrative without 
being explicitly a part of the narrative at tho moment* Such 
shots ere, for example, interspersed vlth those of Usher 
singing and are expressive of the nature of the song, perhops, 
or of the :aood of the scone* 

Extensive demonolo^y is elso a part of the iniso^ SJl 
as :i2lghb be expected in a film inspired by Poe storlest 
Without going into too extensive analysis, wo can observe the 
dernonological elamonts of the crossing of vm^e^J tho f iro 
of tho fireplace, tho candlest and the final destruction; 
tho candle_s^ thenselvoa; the bo2;l> the large book; and 
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Tho aspects of fantasy aro talso dovoloped through tho 
uao of fllxnlc motion ond auperlmposltlon as has already beon 
described. However, the operation of the wholo delicate 
balance that Epstein strikes between fantasy nnd reality lo 
made possible finally, only through tho elements of the 
ml ae^ en so ong . 

LA CHUra DE U l^AISON USHER, then, l3 an Mibodirnont; of 

Jean Epstoin^B creative preoccupa tionc • The film is probe 

into tho nature of reality (vhich Is uhat fontcsy is^ too)^^ 

through fantastic olenienta basic to tho filmic rncidiu:nt W 

CHUN'S costs doubt on tho reliability of tho senses as they 

ordinarly operate in the world of accustomed reality by 

deploying filmic motion end superimposltlon in the ways v?e 

have Just discussed* Too, the questiorjing of tho sonsee of 

seeing and hearing come in for special challenge in the 

synesthesia and playful obscuring and revealing of "sounds'^ 

and sights in the film, Jean Epstein^s inspiration from 

filinlc 

Poo and solf-ref lective/^rendering of tho tonalities of his 
inspiration in LA CHUTK do ^'transfigure ordinary things into 
poetry*" 



NOTES 



Soo oopeciolly ^'Reality and Fairylcnd" chfipter of Eaprit du 
Clnorna (19$5) and aoloctlons of Lo Cinornp^ du Dl fo^ ) » 

The print of U CHUTE LA MAISOTr USHER (1923) used In this 
Btudy la a circulating; print from the Museum of Modem Art 
In IIov York. I found no extant textual criticism of this 
print nor of tho worlc as it camo from Epsteln^a hand. Short 
of a trip to La Cinoninthequo Francaiso in Paris {v;here It 
Is likely that earlier generations of prints may bo available ) , 
and perhapi^ not ovon thore, it haa been iMpossiblo f or mo to 
dotomino tho extent of the textual validity of tho print 
I ptudiode At least one bit of intom^i 1 evidence / changocv 
in the otyle of \;ord lettering on the intor-titlo cards, 
suc;[^osts at least so:no re-wori:lng of tho film toxt# Howover, 
tho MuseUM print is in good condition^ physically, and, 
becQuse of tho Museuiri/o reputation for reliability/ this 
print v:ao Juc;j^.^ed rolt^tble enour;}i for tho purposes of this 
stpdy, Tho LA CHUT:^ m U KAT:^0'^ USHER print was viewod 
CGv.plotoly by projector three tinos and by Stoonbeck vie\7cr 
four times • Any footoyo notations ere from the S::oonbock 
machine. lloMovev, tho machine I used v;as not fitted for 
"silent spood^' nor variable speed film advance, and motion 
analysis is cc/.jcnsurntoly less accur^ito* Also th>nnks should 
go to tho Anthology Film Archives, repository of tho best 
collection on Epstein I found. 

Film Credits: ^'A fi]jn by Jean Epstein;" Assistant: Luis 
Bunuol; ca.Tjora: Goorne Lucas; Sets: P. Kofer; costumes: 
CJcIIgo; '^ntorpretod by H. Ganco and Joan Decourtj" Cast: 
Ushor- J* Pobucourt, Madeline- M» Abel-Ganco, Old man^ 
GhQs. Lamy,- (Credits taken partially from the screen.) 

Epstein has said,— have crystallii^ed 9 nuimbor of scenic 
olomonts from PoeVs uorkj and o^.pecially from [Hie Oval 

of i/:'IT"(Jrov'^:r'^ Ii'ote¥^"ih '^''A Cc^Vve^rsatlon ITean'^xi-ps tofn • " 

'hDUlT^ fp^^ (May 11, 1923), translated by H. Lamberton 
ami ropririboa^ln the Anthology Film Archives screening notes 
of October 1971, P# for tho Epstein retrospective soreeninj;j3 . 

Epstein, Jean. As quoted in translation in Gideon Ba-hnann, od. 
l-Lililt ^i£''???C?l\^/i^i!:^9. £jCSl?lSILk^L5il of the VJork oi^ Je an 
£^fi£t2\!l k^l 'iho Group for Frim Study, 

n^O^. hTchrlanir'^s^rTdrtioi^^ heavily on material transla tod 

from the French in CinrnonQa , // 2 (1955-56). 

Siegfried Kracauor, TS}StS!l7^ 9S. DJ-il (-^•Y.: Oxford Univ. Press, I960) 
and Andre huzin, Uiajs fs Cino r.;a " ? Vols. I and II. trans, by 
HufTh Gray. (Berkeley s ^Unlv. of Calif. Press, 196? (c 1972) • 
I refer to thoir critical stands more to illuj?iinate my point 
about Epstein than to try to defend Kracauor or Bazln. (I unc 

\,ov(i -'rcHjlty" hero to refer to photo'Tephed situfitions ths*; 
look more liko tho worli v/o see with our eves than do tho 
occasionci in thfv f i Im of supo rlrr.posf tl on rnd va rl -:noti on ; 
sc'C otvpt;cifi]}y fcotnoto on ihJn point of "reality,") 



; NOTES, CO^?Tra]j n 

Jonas Hokfis In Bochmann, pp» lO-lIU 

^ Henrt Ir-nclols, *'Tao Crt^-tlvo V.'ov:: af Jean Epo;;eln," Clno.Tifiptoa 
# 2 (195i>) n« transit tccj by .\'rrudo in ttuj prorrrfnii notes 
of the retro3Coc ttvo r.M\^;eninr, ; f " iho Anthology Film Arohlves 
(Oct. 1971), Pin 10 anc 1?., 

^ Pierre Franco- *'Jofin Ep^te In^i; Ed' Allmi Poo , " Photo-Clno, 
(April 1928) an trsnclt.^.ed by Lnvnbert on in tre^FopjV^J 
notef^ of tho Antholopy FiJin Arcjiivcy, 

•'^^^irrie En^iteln, '-Iho Life of tho ri:p :/^5:or, Clnenmijon , ih2 
(195i>) fcrnrii-^lated by L. Brcii-Jo in tho protjrtm notoa of 
Anthology Pi In Archives , p. 2, 

^'''Jean Epstein, ar. quotet 'v\ rhoto^^Clno by Pierre Prenco and 
reprintod in trtmf5l£i tl o^i H, Tarlborton In the program 
notes of the Anthology Filu Archives, p* 

12 

'Joan Epstein, ^Tlir Soi?.! ii^ Slow Motion/* Pnri„o>^?:idi^Cirr}, 

(Koy 11> 192£) nnd reprinted in trcnir.lo tYon by^7U LamDorton 
In the progrom notea of tho Antholocy Film Archives, p. ^» 

r'Mokas in Kachtrr.ann, p* 11, 
IN 

"•'inis sequenco tnUec place nt roughly the I^OO-f^SJO footftpfo points 
in tho filnu 

^^Efirly in the first 300 feet of the fil^, 

■^^Joon Epstein, ^^Supernatural Renlity," from his book Le Cijieraa 
du DieblQ (19H7} bs it appoars in Bochmann, p, l^l, 

17- ■ 

I om uneble to estcbliah any use of live munlcal porfonnances - 
with tho shouinrr of thiii flDju and thus am dealing with it 
as a purely silent film* 

\ ft 

Jean Epstein, "Sound in Slow Motion, it appeared In 
Bachjncnn, p. l^^. 

^^Jean Epstein, ^'Reality of Pc^iryland," in Esprijh du Cinema, 

(Paria: Jeheber, 195^) it appeared in^BaclinTann, p. Ijlt* 

^^Ibid^ 

*^"^Jean Hpatoin, "So^c llotes on Sdror Allnn Poo oncl Irnogtia Endowed 
with Life," Fho'oo-Clno, (April 19??8) &a trentslf^tod by R. 
Lsnberton in tho"proi^rpm noteo of tho Anthology Film Archives 
p. U. 



NOTES, CONTINUED 

-'Chrlstlfin Motz, "Entretlen 3ur la semlologie du cin^rr.a." 
Segitotlca. IV, if 1 (1971). . 

^^'ITiat Is, fantasy, hs q strfiteny in art, is a probe Into the 
nature of reeMty. Fantasy and reality are two sides of 
one conceptual coin; the .Tjlnd can di f f erenti ato the two 
only on tho basis of context, Tnus In Epstein's filr;. 
the presenco of what I describe as reality sorv-s as a 
counterpoint to the sequences of fentusv.' In rbali^.^ns 
these qualities in his film, Eostein conveys the ir:en of 
the relative Intensities of life — life is nioro int<=^ns^> 
in his ncenes of fantasy. 

All this is not to" say that f;c reon rea 11 ty is ror,2itv 
in the: usual sense of that word. As Paul Hie' observes, 
t.psteln also considered screen re&lity to be a seco*r' 
reality distinct fro-n the everydcy world..." [ "Surrc^^ f i sr. 
and Cineraa." Dj^ac rl t Us , Ij , ^ (V/inter 1972), 5'S).~ 
A part of rr;y ov.ri view of this topic can bo seen in '^hji 



is a Docu-antary. . . Fl ]':^^kerr-;ow?Vett-rrvit''v 6"" 
(April 1973), 23-27. — 
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COMOr.DIA.t "La Houo d'Abol Ganco" (1922), "Le Cinema tographo vu 
do I'Etna" (192$), "L'Opcra do l«Ooil"( 1926) , "Amour do 
Chariot" (1926), ''Hoiruriar^o o Conudo" (1927), ^'Art d'Evonemont" 

(1927) , "Salles et Pllnis d 'Avant-Gardo" (1920). 

CORYJ'SE: "Photoi-^enlo de I'Imponderable" (193L^), "La Naiasanco 
d 'un Mytho" (1936) . 

LE CRAPOUILLOT! "Eloquonco d 'Yeux" ( 1922) . 

U CRITIO.US CI>^EI!ATOGRAPHrO.UEj "Quelquoa notes aur Edr;ar Poo ot 
los I.-nagos douoes de Vio" (1928), "Psychanalyso et Cinema" 

(1928) . 
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L'ECRAN FRANCAIS: "L© Plus Grand Com-nuu I^;n;^sgo" (19H6). 

LEvH PEUILLES LIBIiIDS; "Fomand r-cc,oi'" (3.023). 

LE FIGARO: "Vooux Cincinntonrsphlquos " (.Tanvlcr 19!^1). 

LE FIGARO UTa':rt/a"RS: "Do la DoXlo Tacb.niouo ou un Art plus Hurndn? 
(lylrn, "Pourquol noa Fllinr, '•^.olllloi- ent-ils fjl vlte?" (I9l|9)» 

FORCES PRANCAISES: "Cinema Pur?" (I9I46), 

INTERCINfiJ '♦L'Intolllc>Gnc& d'uno Jhchino" (193^). 

m LIVKf: D'OR DU CINSMA j^R-Vi.GAlS : ''Lo Rtacnti du Son" ( 19i|7-i^0 ) , 

LUMXEinJ: "La Roua d'Abol Gsnco" (1922), 

Ul MAGASIN DU SPFXTACD^: "Lo Clnonia du Diablo" (19l|6), 

l-nilRCUK'^ DE PRA^'C;^: "Finollto du Clnorio" (191^9), "Rnpidlto et 

Fc:t.-,r:uo do 14IO';;L-io Spoctatour Cln6>aa, Lxproasion d'Exlstonce 

(i9!;6). 

mo^hrxT: "Avant-Gnrdo Tcchaiquo" (191^8). 
ITKUE ZliHCH?:R ZEITUNG: "NflfcurfUrn" (1933). 
OPERA: "Docouvorto du Cinor,;n" (191^7). 

PHOTO-C'-^TE: r,5'andn Docteurs" (192?), "Abol Gcnco" (1927) > 

"Lu Yio Chnncollc sur don rofr.oriblfinces " (192B), "Des Mondea 
tombont dona un Eapnce do Lu/aiero" (192G), "Quolquoa Notes 
sur Edpar Poo et lofi Ir-M^es douoea do Vie" (1928), "Lea 
ApprochQS do la Yei-Uo" (192G). 

LA PORTE (i'JVKKHE: "Lo Clncinn et Los Au-dela do Deacortos" (19U6)o 

POIJR VOUfl: "Intcin'iovj sur lo FiLn Parlant et I'Adaptatlon 
Clnematographlquo" (1929). 

PSYCHS: "Clno-Ar.Cilyae ou Pooaly on Quontlto Industrlollo" ( 19l|9 ) » 

RFICKSFIL!BI«<lTT (Eorlin) : "Film wid Kino" (1926)c 

LE REVUS MOMDIALp;: "Chronlquo Cinonatographlquo " (1922), "Le 
Decor au Cln6rr.a" (1923). 

LE ROUGE ET LE NOIK: "Opinions sur lo Cinema tog raphe" (1928). 
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SPECTATEUR: "Avant-Oarde pas Horte" (19[|6), "Chariot Dobltcur 
{19I|6}, "Pox^seldoa" (19U6), "La Feerle Reolle" (19I47). 

U TECmflQUE CIlIEMATOORAPHiqUE: "Culture Cinrjrie torfifnphlquo " 
(19^6) » "Cinema pur et Film Sonore" (191^6), "DrMnH turcio 
do I'EspQco" (19^6), "Voir et Kntcmdro Fonser" (T9l|6), 
"DvnmeturgJ.o dans lo Tonips" (19U6), "NnJ fieancft d?nno 
Aofidemle" (19l|6), "Lo Loelquo dos Imager," (19117), "Dgux 
Grfindo maltros a filnier" (19lt7)» "Vortu ot Denr'.ux'* du ha.vrwv 
(19U7), "I-o Sens du cinema" (19lj7), "Du Sujot cV. do son 
Trniteraent " (.T9'|.7)j, "J^ocouparc-»Construc1;lon vlsunllo" 
(19!|7)» "Docoupfi)p:o-"Con3truction eonoro" (19l[7)i "J-^ 
Trofossour Joni.ot"-Ourlo ot cJ.nerna" (19!j.7), "Docc v',?f r a - 
Confjtruot J-c -- idoolof.lque" ( 19l!.? ) , "Huracnlto du Cincrat" 
{X%'n, "I/O Cinema ru peril d& lUiictoi re (19^6)0 

LES TI'IKPS MODERiTES: "Lo Hondo Flulcio do I'ccrf.n" (191^9), 
"Chroniquo" (19^9), "Lo Film ot lo mondo" iWD , 

VU: "Illsore d'Koodick" (1932). 

ZENITH (liovao Intornatlonale Moscou) : "Clno;na" (1921), "Amour 
do Sosaue" (1922), "Ls Bel Agonloant" (1922). 



Unpublished manuacript : 
Alcool ot Cinema 



FILMOGHAFHY — Fllna directed by Jean Epstein 

PASTEUR (1922); biography of tho sctentiflt. 

LES VENDAGES (1922) (THE WINK HARVEST]? Documontftry of tho 
Narbonnc region in Franco. 

L'AUBEROE LOUGE (1923) [THE RED INTHi fiction, aftor story by Balznc. 

COim FIDELS (1923) [TllE FAITIU^UL KT^ART]; fiction, 

LA HOI!TAG!fE IKFIDEIK (1923) [THE FAITH1J";SS MOUTAIN]; dociunontnry 

of tho einiptlon of Mount Aotno on Ouno, 1923, 

lA 13KLLB HIVJi:l;i'AISE (1923) [TIIFl HEAUTY FROM NIVEimAIS]?- aftor 

otory by Alphonoo Doudot* 

— LA GOUTTE DE SAKG (1921^) [A DROP OP BLOOD 1? Epntoin left 

the direction of this filpi oorly in the production, 

LE LIO^T DES KOGOLS (1921}) (THE LION OF mZ MOGULS]; drama* 

L'AFriCIIE (19210 (THE POST.tH]; drc:nn, scenario by Marie Epotoln. 

PHOTOGENIES (1925) (PHOTOGENY]; compilation film, now destroyed^ 

LE DOUELy AJ-:0UH ( 192^ ) [DOl^BLE LOVE]; drtnno, scenario by Kario Epstein 

LSS AV^FNTURES DE ROBERT K/iCAIHE (192^)? drana in five ©pisodoa, 

KAUPRAT (1926); drama, aftor the novel by George Sand. 

AU PAYS DS GEOPGE SAKD (1926) (III THE COUUTRY OP GEORGE SAND); 

docar.entsry centerinfj on the castle of Nohan. 

SIX ET Di:?!I-ONZE {ITA KODAK) (1926-27) (SIX Am A II/iLF BY ELEVEII: 
A KODAK]; drama, scenario by Mario Epatoln. 

LA GL'.CS A TROIS FACES (192?) ( THREE- SIDED Ml RROR ] ; drama, after 

otory by Paul Morond. 

LA CHUTE DE lA IfAISOlT USHER (1926) (THE PALL OP THE HOUSE OF 

USHER]; drf.tr,a, after storiea by Edgar Allan Poo, 

FINIS TERRAE (1928-29) [EW OF THE EARTH]; drama with non-actors 

and extensive location shooting, 

SA TEl'S (1929) (ins HEAD]; drama. 

KOR'VRAK (1930) (THE SEA OF RAVENS ]; drama with non-actors rnd 

oxtenal vo location ohootlng. . 

LA PAS DS lA l-OJLE (1930) (THE l-UILE'S PACE]; documentary, 

KOTPvE DA MJ5 DS PARIS (1931)} documentary. 
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U CHAKSON Drs PKUPLIRHS (1931) (THE SOM OF THE POPUHS],' poefclc, 
LE COR (1931) [THE HOMHi poetic. 

L'CV-: D'/i KEKD (1932) (GOLD FROM Tlli! SEA]; drema with non-actors 
and oxlenslve location shooting, 

IBS IXliOmm. il9y?.) [THE CKADUCS]; poGtlc. 

U XiUAWSUS DJfiS RUBA?JS (1932) tTHE VILLAIIELLB OP RIBBONS]? pootlo, 
m VTKUX CHAL'.Jm (1932) [TJJE OLD SCOV;]; poetic, 

L'KO;...;rj a L'HISPAKO (1932) (TIIR man with IIIE 'HISPANO' car]; drewa, 

after tho novol by Pierre Frcndolo, 

LA GKTEUrire DU IIBAN (1933) (THE LADY OF THE LI-l^ANESE HANOR]; 

drerno, of tor the novel by Pierre Eenolte 

CKArsC'I D'ARIvOR (193^) [SOra OF AF^'-OHICA ]; drama. 

LA VIE D<UN GPu<iMD JOUR^'AL (193l|) (THE LIPS OF A GREAT KEV.'SPAPER ] ; 
doouiiontary. 

VJ,mVZ ET OLIVE A PARIS (l93i^) [HARIUS AND CLIV:^ IN PARIS]; dr.riKc, 
Epfitoln vjithdroii hia no:tiO frcra tho titlo crodita, 

COEUR DE OUEUX (1936) imRT OF THE KOBOES]; dr^.Tia, oloo appeared 
in Italltm version: COUR PI V/GAEOUDO, 

LA ERETAGL'E (1936) [BRITTAHY]; docav.ontary . 

lA EOURGOGirS (1936) [BURGUITDY]; doca^iontary , 

VIVE LA VIE (1937) (LONG LIVE LIFE]; drenia, with extensive 

location shooting, 

LA FEMKE DU BOUT DU KOrD3\(1937) ITHE WOMAN FROM TJiS EITD OP 

THE VJORLD]; drema, after tho novel by Alain Serdac, 

LE3 BATISSEURS (1938) ITPE BUILDERS]; docu.nientory , 

lA mwm (1938) [TRS RELIEF]; docvunentary, 

EAU-VIVE (I93B) [SPRING VATER); docuniontary , 

ARTEPuDS m FRiVJCE (1939) (ARTERIES OF FRANCS]; docuniontary. 

LE TEi-lPEStAIRE (19U7) [THE STOPai]; drema, with non-actors end 

extensive locafcion shooting, usod "slow-motion sound, 

LES FEUX DE LA liim (19l|0) [THS FIFES OF THE SEA]; drar.o, with 
non-actors and extonnlvo location shooting. 



